
Between 2013 and 2017, Oberstown Children Detention Campus implemented a
significant change process in the amalgamation of different facilities and the
modernisation of the concept of young people in detention.  

Key elements of change included expansion of the service, recruitment of staff,
construction of a new facility and the development and implementation of new operational
processes. 

This change process was part of an Irish Government initiative set out in the Youth Justice
Strategy. The main aims of the change were to improve the outcomes for young people
placed in detention, to keep them safe and secure and to provide them with the best
opportunity to return to community living and not to reoffend.

Oberstown Children Detention Campus
Case Study: Tackling self-harm in a changing environment

Organisational Overview

Approximately 125 young
people are accommodated on a
remand or detention orders in
Oberstown annually, with an

average monthly population of
36.

 

poor educational attainment

mental health difficulties 

substance misuse behaviours

   

Young people who are sent to Oberstown
Children Detention Campus by the courts
often arrive with a myriad of complex needs,
including:

Incidents of self-harm and suicidal behaviour were having a detrimental impact on the
wellbeing of young people and staff. Safety management of self-harm was of critical
importance with regular conversations being held to determine the best approach and
actions. The need for staff support and a framework of best practice to respond to
suicide and self-harm across the campus became apparent.

Main Focus



Approach

Oberstown had to identify an approach that would achieve their aims – to reduce the
distress young people felt, and to minimise the risk of self-harm and suicide. This was a
challenge for the organisation as it went through a period of significant change in a
landscape of many competing demands.

Three main factors in their approach: 

Engagement of leadership at the highest level

From the outset the Director was motivated to address the
issue of self-harm within the organisation. He took an active lead participating
at every level in implementing change.

Support the supporters

Oberstown introduced a peer support model for staff in the event of a critical
incident. Peer support is offered to staff after an incident including those
featuring self-harm or suicidal behaviour.

Provide a framework and skills

The next step was to equip frontline staff to intervene with a young person in
distress, particularly those who might be thinking about self-harm or suicide.
As some young people frequently turned to self-harm to cope, it was felt that
training needed to include a holistic approach to suicide prevention and self-
harm. STORM   Skills Training CIC was selected as it provided such an
approach. Research of the STORM   training showed that it had these key
components. STORM   philosophy, values and mission as an organisation also
aligned with those of Oberstown. Importantly, STORM   training provides a
framework that is clear and user friendly for both staff and young people. This
helped implementation of training across the team possible during a time of
change.
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Keep self-harm and suicide on the agenda at all levels within the organisation – Cara
Driscoll (Organisational Psychologist) worked with the Director to ensure that self-harm and
suicide remained on the agenda at all key meetings across the campus.

Accept that there will be barriers – Some staff are naturally anxious about the training. The
sensitive and emotive subject area alongside the methods of training, such as role-rehearsal and
filmed role-rehearsal, could become barriers to attending a course or to participating fully.
Facilitators approach this with sensitivity, encouraging engagement and providing structured
support when necessary. 

Focus on reducing barriers on an individual basis – Some staff struggled with change,
particularly those who found the course challenging and/or who had difficulty putting the skills
into practice difficult. Management support around these issues was of paramount importance. 

Refresh the skills – Implementing regular refresher courses as part of an ongoing improvement
and implementation plan will help embed the STORM   approach into the culture of the
organisation.

Keep ongoing connection with STORM – Building a good working relationship beyond the
training provides support and further learning. This also helps to keep fidelity to the STORM  
 model. 

Make sure you get the right people – It is important to have the right people to drive and
implement STORM   training. A recruitment process (application and interview) for the key roles
of peer support and STORM   Facilitator was introduced. Whilst this was a time and resource-
consuming process, it ensured that the right people were identified to ensure success.

Getting management buy in early on – Encouraging managers to attend the training is
important for the success of their team. Seeing the value of the training both help to encourage
team members to participate and supports them in implementing the skills learnt.

The Peer Support Programme - Oberstown's 'Working Well' employee wellbeing approach
encourages staff to look after each other. It includes a team of identified Peer Support Workers
who are specially trained to look out for their own wellbeing and that of colleagues, and offer
support to those experiencing distress. This collaborative and compassionate approach
acknowledges that staff are at times exposed to very difficult situations within the work place and
provides peer-to-peer support.

Key learnings for success
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of Residential Social
Care Workers

of Night Supervision
Officers

of Unit Managers
and Site Managers

Over 90% of staff 
received training
exceeding the target 
of 70%

There was a commitment to deliver the full STORM   Skills Training Suicide Prevention &
Self-harm Mitigation (Children & Young Adults) course, initially with a target to train 50% of
front line staff. This quickly shifted to make the target 70% of all 180+ front line staff during
Quarter 2. 

Results/outcomes

By March 2020 Oberstown had trained the majority of front line staff including
middle management:

Over 40 training
sessions delivered
to over 170 staff

"It was not uncommon for people to come out of three days of
STORM    training saying how they actually enjoyed it" 

- Cara, Organisational Psychologist, Oberstown
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“Having a peer worker available to talk to has been a great help
for me when I went through some major events this year, it
gave me comfort knowing that this process is accessible on site.
It helps to return to work as the support is there instead of
stewing in your thoughts at home .”

- Paul, Residential Social Care Worker, Oberstown

Residential Care Worker Paul says the Peer Support Programme has been a great
support:
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Excellent course, excellent instructors & content

Staff enjoyed the group discussions and practical elements

Participants reflected on how the course was good for their professional
practice and very relevant to their role

Presentation and materials very good 

People nervous to be recorded on camera and this took some time to
overcome

Some staff suggested that prompt cards would assist them while putting
their new knowledge into practice

 

Feedback from Participants

The STORM    training evaluation sheet captured some of the participant's
feedback as follows:

Conclusion
The Oberstown Director says he now sleeps better knowing that
there are approved approaches available to respond to young people in crisis;

 

"There is a structure in place, a framework and a confidence in
staff to intervene as early as possible. Overall we are managing
significant and often unknown risks better. We are managing the
process following an incident better. There are pathways in
place about how to deal with incidents of self-harm and suicide.
And, most importantly, there is a consistency of approach across
all units, so the treatment a young person receives in one area will
be consistent with the approach taken in other areas.”

- Director, Oberstown

There are over 40 people from external agencies that provide services to young
people on the Oberstown campus. Currently they may not be trained in STORM    
A future challenge for Oberstown will be to ensure they are on the same page.

 

www.stormskillstraining.com  |  enquiries@stormskillstraining.com

Future aspirations
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